
May 8, 1980 

D r .  iloward Ra i f f a  
c / o  Xr. John D. Graham 
CORAD?f/JH-818 
National Academy of Sciences 
2101 Cons t i t u t ion  Avenue, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20418 

Dear Dr. Raiffa:  

Your letter and request  concerning t h e  work of the Committee on Risk and 
Decision Making i s  i n  f r o n t  of me. I am tempted t o  pack up documents t h a t  now 
~onsume wet 10 f e e t  of precious book she l f  space i n  my o f f i c e  and send them 
o f f .  They are t h e  accumulation of almost seven years  of involvement i n  t h e  
recombinant DNA issue. Rut: I not iced t h a t  recmnbinant DNA i s  not on the l i s t  
of r ecen t  and widespread concerns noted i n  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  of the Committee's 
purpose. I f  t h a t  m i s s i o n  was purposeful then you are perhaps not i n t e r e s t e d  
i n  this sub jec t .  If you are i n t e r e e t e d ,  I would be willing t o  have someone 
from the Committee s t a f f  look through the  material here.  O f  course much of i t  
i s  summarized i n  the  pub l i c  documents published by t h e  NIH and a g r e a t  deal of 
r e l evan t  material is  deposited in the O r a l .  His tory program a t  ElIT. 

You have also asked f o r  comments on s e v e r a l  po in t s  and f o u t l i n e  a few 
b r i e f l y  here. 

I a d n i t  t o  being puzzled about the n a t u r e  of research the C o m m i t t e e  haa i n  
mind when i t  t a l k s  about research t o p i c s  t o  bo funded. You make i t  clear t h a t  
t h i s  w i l l  not involve s t u d i e s  of s p e c i f i c  r i s k s .  P e t ,  each s i t u a t i o n  is unique 
and its parameters are defined by d i f f e r e n t  considerat ions.  Thus 1 an puzzled 
by r e fe rences  t o  '*an adaptive s t r a t e g y N  and "a systematic  program of research 
t o  support  tiat sGitep,y". 

I n  the recombinant DNA i s s u e ,  and i n  many others (most no tab ly  the  after 
e f f e c t s  of t h e  Three Nile I s l and  i n c i d e n t )  f e a r  generated by ignorance. became 
a crit ical  matter. Such fear impinges and indeed can des t roy  honest e f f o r t s  
t o  deal  r a t i o n a l l y  with r i e k s  o r  t h e  perception of r i s k s .  All t h e  reasonable 
and c a r e f u l  approaches t o  dec i s ion  making can come t o  nought if public f e a r  
becornea t h e  ove r r id ing  i s s u e ,  Considerable a t t e n t i o n  might hc paid t o  ways 
of mini.rolzing i r r a t i o n a l  f e a r ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  educat ion of public. Such educa- 
t i o n  needs t o  be on two l eve l s .  One i s  an ongoing e f f o r t  t o  improve under- 
s tanding of tlle s c i e n t i f i c  and t echn ica l  considerat ions that g ive  rise t o  the 



- 2 -  

fearsome s i t u a t i o n s .  Such an e f f o r t  will not have immediate r e s u l t s  bu t  may 
provide the c i t i z e n r y  with increased a b i l i t y  t o  th ink  and talk about the 
problems of t he  fu tu re .  Short  run educa t iona l  e f f o r t s  are also needed when 
a crisis s i t u a t i o n  arises. It i s  my b e l i e f  t h a t  i n t ens ive  publ ic  educat ion 
on t h e  matter a t  hand must always be one of t h e  f i r s t  responses to a perceived 
risk. Ideally t h i s  should be offered  by persons who are both exper t  and dis -  
i n t e r e s t e d ,  and i n  a r e a d i l y  a c c e s s i b l e  manner a t  the local level. 
done, t e l e v i s i o n  could be a success fu l  medium f o r  such educa t iona l  e f f o r t s ,  
However, I do not  mean by t h i s  t e l e v i s i o n  a8 used by t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  indus t ry ,  
The current commercial formats gene ra l ly  require very s h o r t  and thus  usua l ly  
inadequate discussions.  Fu r the r ,  t h e  s h o r t  tirnea can too easi ly  r e s u l t  i n  
d i s t o r t i o n  of the facts by s e l e c t i o n  and m i s s i o n  of m a t e r i a l ,  

P r o p e r l y  

Although my v i s t o n  may be clouded by c loseness ,  I would recornend t o  you 
f o r  s tudy the procedures by which the  N I B  handled the recombinant DNA i s s u e ,  
The efforts of t h e  Direc tor ,  N I H ,  ware marked by openness, s c i e n t i f i c  objec- 
t i v i t y ,  and a wi l l ingness  ts sha re  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  with l o c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  
r a t h e r  than concent ra te  them all i n  the f e d e r a l  government, X recognize that 
Ruch has been w r i t t e n  about the recombinant DNA i s sue .  But t o  my knowledge 
t h e r e  has not been a serious ou t s ide  analysis of t h e  way the Federal  govern- 
ment (the NIH) handled t h i s  ma t t e r ,  i n  c m p a r i s o n  with the handling of analo- 
gous i s s u e s  by o the r  federal agencies.  

I hope that t h i o  has been he lp fu l  f n  some way. If there are any mat ters  
t h a t  you deem worth further discussion please let  me know. 

S incere ly  yours, 

ffaxine Singer ,  Ph.D. 
Chief, Laboratory of Biochemdarry 


